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"INEVITABILITY  AND  RESPONSIBILITY" 

"The  Son  of  Man  is  going  the  way  appointed 
for  him  in  the  scriptures;  but  alas  for  that 
man  by  whom  the  Son  of  Man  is  betrayed.  " 

(Mat  26:25  NEB) 


The  man  said  he  was  looking  for  a  one-armed  law- 
yer   "A  one-armed  lawyer,"  asked  his  friend,  "how  come?" 
The  reply  came  quickly,,  "I  am  looking  for  an  attorney  who 
won't  say  'on  the  one  hand,  on  the  other  hand0 '" 

Unfortunately,  some  truths  require  two  hands  „ 
Philosophers  call  such  truths  "paradoxes,,"    A  paradox  con- 
sists of  two  statements  about  reality  that  appear  to  contra- 
dict one  another,  neither  of  which  is  complete  without  the 
othera 

We  have  a  paradox  in  today's  text»    The  words  come 
from  Jesus'  lips  in  the  Upper  Room  as  he  comments  solemn- 
ly on  Judas'  intention  to  betray  him.    They  are  found  in 
Matthew  26:24,  and  in  similar  form  in  Mark  and  Luke,  "The 
Son  of  Man  is  going  the  way  appointed  for  him  in  the  scrip- 
tures; but  alas  for  that  man  by  whom  the  Son  of  Man  is  be- 
tray edo" 

The  paradox  here  is  obvious  =    On  the  one  hand?  what 
Judas  was  to  do  would  be  in  fulfillment  of  a  divinely  con- 
ceived plan.    "The  Son  of  Man  is  going  the  way  appointed  for 
him  in  the  scriptures* . . "    On  the  other  hand,  Judas  will  suf- 
fer for  his  deed„    ". . .  but  alas  for  that  man  by  whom  the 
Son  of  Man  is  betrayed  J' 

The  Scriptures  in  several  places  suggest  the  inevita- 
bility of  Jesus*  being  handed  over  to  the  authorities  c    For  ex- 
ample, on  the  Emmaus  Road  the  incognito  Christ  speaks  to 
his  fellow  travellers  and  asks?  "O  foolish  men  and  slow  of 
heart  to  believe  ail  that  the  prophets  have  spoken!    Was  it 
not  necessary  that  the  Christ  should  suffer  these  things  and 
enter  into  his  glory?"  (Luke  24:25-26)    Or  again,  on  the  day 
of  Pentecost  after  the  Spirit  came,  Peter  preached  in  this 
wise;    "This  Jesus,  delivered  up  according  to  the  definite 


plan  and  foreknowledge  of  God,  you  crucified  and  killed  by 
the  hands  of  lawless  menc"    (Acts  2:23) 

But  just  as  surely,  the  Scriptures  suggest  that  Judas 
is  responsible.    Indeed,  Judas  testifies  to  his  responsibility 
by  his  remorse,  by  his  attempt  to  throw  back  the  thirty  pieces 
of  silver,  and  most  especially  by  his  self-inflicted  violent 
death. 

What  a  mystery  it  ail  is  !    The  disciple  who  betrayed 
his  Lord  was  acting  out  a  part.    But  the  disciple  who  betrayed 
his  Lord  was  called  upon  to  bear  the  punishment  for  his  deedD 
If  an  action  is  inevitable  how  can  one  be  responsible  for  it? 
And  if  one  is  responsible  for  an  action  how  can  it  be  said  to 
be  inevitable Q 

This  paradox  is  not  limited  to  Judas  or  the  Scriptures,, 
It  appears  time  and  asain In  formal  thought  and  daily  life*    It 
is  a  constantly  recurring  theme  in  philosophy  where  it  is  gen- 
erally treated  under  the  heading,  "Determinism  and  Free 
Will."    It  intrudes  into  every  psychologist's  counselling  room 
and  every  psychiatric  consul tation.    It  figures  in  the  approach 
of  the  social  worker  as  she  makes  her  rounds  and  conducts 
her  interviews .    It  influences  the  teacher's  attitude  toward 
her  boys  and  girls . 

It  is  more  basic  to  the  guidance  counsellor's  office 
than  desk  or  chairs  or  rug„    It  looms  large  in  the  minds  of 
legislators j  state  and  national,  as  they  prepare  to  vote  on 
social  issues o    Indeed,   it  has  much  to  do  with  how  a  congre- 
gation understands  its  mission  to  the  world.    Are  people  re- 
sponsible for  their  lives,  or  is  some  inevitability  at  work 
making  us  what  we  are? 


Where  a  paradox  exists  only  the  foolhardy  would  dare 
to  resolve  the  matter  by  eliminating  one  of  the  propositions. 
Thus,   in  the  course  of  history,  not  many  have  been  willing 
to  defend  total  determinism,  or  total  freedom.    The  wise  pre- 
fer to  hold  to  a  both/and,  and  see  life  as  a  mix  of  the  two. 
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But  the  proportion  of  that  mix  has  varied  sharply  from  time 
to  time  and  man  to  man.    What  is  the  actual  situation?    Is  it 
three-parts  determinism  and  one-part  freedom?    Is  it  fifty- 
fifty?    What  is  it? 

Let  me  suggest  that  we  are  in  deep  trouble  in  our  so- 
ciety today  because  we  hold  to  a  one-tenth,  nine-tenths  mix. 
We  tend  to  believe  or  assume  that  life  is  nine-tenths  inevita- 
bility and  only  one-tenth  responsibility.    Consider  the  mount- 
ing interest  in  astrology  and  horoscopes.     Do  the  stars,  in 
fact,  compel  us ,  or  do  they  at  most  impel? 

Consider  the  way  people  both  old  and  young  blame  the 
system  for  their  failings „    Well  might  we  paraphrase  Shake- 
speared  well  known  line,  and  say  "The  fault  dear  Brutus  is 
not  in  ourselves,  but  in  our  structures  that  we  are  underlings,," 

But  hasn't  the  system  to  which  we  ascribe  such  blame 
achieved  power  over  us  with  our  complicity,  if  not  our  direct 
consent?    Can  we  in  good  faith  quote  from  Tin  Pan  Alley  of 
another  day  and  say  to  these  systems  —  political,  economic, 
and  social. 

"You  made  me  love  you, 
I  didn't  want  to  do  it, 
I  didn't  want  to  do  it, 
You  made  me  love  you." 

Haven't  we  at  heart  really  wanted  what  the  system  had  to  of- 
fer ?    Have  we  not  been  eager  to  pay  the  price  for  what  the 
system  might  bestow  ? 

Henry  Drummond,  a  character  in  Lawrence  and  Lee's 
dramatization  of  the  Scopes  monkey  trial  of  1926,  Inherit  the 
Wind,  gives  a  pointed  accounting  of  the  cost  of  change: 
"Gentlemen, "  he  said,  "Progress  has  never  been  a  bargain. 
You've  got  to  pay  for  it.    Sometimes  I  think  there's  a  man 
behind  the  counter  who  says,  "Ail  right,  you  have  a  telephone; 
but  you'll  have  to  give  up  privacy,  the  charm  of  distance. 
Madam,  you  may  vote;  but  at  a  price;  you  lose  the  right  to 
retreat  behind  a  powder  puff  or  a  petticoat.    Mister,  you  may 
conquer  the  air;  but  the  birds  will  lose  their  wonder,  and  the 
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clouds  will  smell  of  gasoiineo"  1 

The  system  that  we  claim  cramps  freedom  and  stifles 
life  is  neither  inevitable  nor  unalterabie=    It  was  made  by 
man  and  can  be  changed  by  man,    Alexis  de  Tocqueville  was 
speaking  sense  years  ago  when  he  said:    "I  am  tempted  to 
believe  that  what  we  call  necessary  institutions  are  often  no 
more  than  institutions  to  which  we  have  grown  accustomed. 
In  matters  of  social  constituion  the  field  of  possibilities  is 
much  more  extensive  than  men  living  in  their  various  soci- 
eties are  ready  to  imagine,"  2 

Consider  the  way  in  which  we  trace  our  personal  fail- 
ures to  every  door  tut  our  own.    We  tend  to  see  ourselves 
as  altogether  caused  or  conditioned.    By  our  glands  and 
genes  -  a  la  behaviorism.    By  heredity  factors.    "What  can 
you  expect  of  me?    Look  at  the  parents  I  had,"    I  stand  with 
George  Buttrick  when  he  warns;    "You  and  I  have  little  right 
to  blame  our  ancestry  for  sins  which  we  commit  against  our 
posterity,,"  3 

Caused  and  conditioned  by  a  demeaning  environment,, 
But  can  any  man,  any  man,  be  completely  controlled  from 
without?  And  what  of  those,  and  their  names  are  legion,  who 
came  out  of  poverty  and  did  not  find  it  necessary  to  surrender 
either  their  virtue  or  their  faitho    What  of  them? 

Sympathy  for  the  underdog  is  one  of  the  hall-marks 
of  American  life„    It  is  also  a  basic  Christian  disposition 
But  that  sympathy  is  misdirected  and  misapplied  when  it 
prompts  us  to  excuse  ourselves  or  others  on  the  grounds  of 
some  spurious  doctrine  of  inevitability „ 

We  need  to  be  chastened  by  that  familiar  word  of 
James:    "Let  no  one  say,"  (whether  in  poverty  or  affluence) 
"when  he  is  tempted,  I  am  tempted  by  God,    For  God  cannot 
be  tempted  with  evil,  and  he  himself  tempts  no  one,  but 
each  person  is  tempted  when  he  is  lured  and  enticed  by  his 
own  desire."    (James  1:13-14) 

I  have  a  good  friend  in  the  ministry  who  happens  to 
be  black,    A  while  ago  he  was  discussing  the  drug  problem 
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in  New  York  arid  a  program  that  might  begin  to  get  at  it  in 
some  small  way.    In  the  course  of  his  presentation  this  like- 
able and  knowledgeable  brother  said  to  a  mixed  assembly, 
"You  white  men  will  have  to  know  that  as  far  as  drugs  go  we 
are  totally  puritanical .    You  in  your  writings  and  sermons 
may  take  a  liberal  line  on  the  use  of  drugs ,  but  we  are  con- 
vinced that  for  our  people  total  abstinence  is  the  only  ap- 
proach possible"    It  was  refreshing  to  hear  a  man  appeal 
to  inner  controls ,  challenge  the  power  of  the  will9  and  ask 
people  to  stand  up  to  life! 

Consider,,  finally,  in  this  connection  the  feeling  that 
has  virtually  paralyzed  our  city^  that  ominous  forces  sweep 
over  us  that  we  cannot  control 0    A  ghastly  sense  that  nothing 
can  be  done,,    The  fear  that  we  can?t  answer  back  to  condi- 
tions of  dirt  and  corruption^  overcrowding  and  traffic  con- 
gestionj  foul  air  and  polluted  waters .    Can  it  be  that  we  have 
forgotten  what  a  metropolis  can  do  and  be  when  its  people 
have  a  mind  to  work  ? 

Let  the  new  Trade  Center  nearing  completion  down- 
town remind  us  of  what  can  be  done  when  our  genius ,  our 
money  management  and  our  public  relations  all  conspire  on 
one  particular  site    If  as  a  city  we  can  raise  those  twin 
towers  in  tribute  to  the  importance  of  international  trade^, 
by  God  we  can  build  some  housing  for  people  as  well,  if  we 
have  the  will  to  work!    It  is  totally  unchristian  to  suspect 
that  we  are  under  some  nemesis -like  fatality .    It  is  not  a 
fatality  that  we  are  up  against^  it  is  our  own  inertia ! 

It  has  been  widely  and  wisely  noted  that  in  our  time 
the  critical  question  is  whether  we  can  give  as  much  atten- 
tion to  collective  survival  as  we  formerly  gave  to  individual 
survival,.    The  fact  of  the  matter  is  that  if  we  don*t  begin  to 
give  a  damn  for  something  besides  Number  One  that  number 
will  be  reduced  to  an  inconsequential  zero,,    Aristophanes 
in  The  Frogs  puts  these  words  into  Euripides'  mouth;    "I 
loathe  a  townsman  who  is  slow  to  aid^  and  swift  to  hurt  his 
town;  who  way  and  means  finds  for  himself^  but  find  not  for 
the  state."  4 


"The  Son  of  Man  is  going  the  way  appointed  for  him 
in  the  scriptures;  but  aias  for  that  man  by  whom  the  Son  of 
Man  is  betrayed."  (Mat0  26:24  NEB)    Inevitability  and  re- 
sponsibility are  parts  of  every  life..    Rollo  May  in  his  help- 
ful book  Love  and  Will  writes,  "And  though  it  is  arrogance 
to  say  we  are  the  'masters  of  our  fate, '  we  are  saved  from 
the  need  to  be  the  victims  of  it.    We  are  indeed  co -creators 
of  our  fate."  5^      This  is  good  psychology  and  even  better 
theology, 

Robert  Valentine  once  compared  Teddy  Roosevelt 
and  William  Howard  Taft  as  presidents.    He  said,  "The  dif- 
ference was  that  when  you  left  Teddy  Roosevelt's  presence 
you  were  ready  to  eat  bricks  for  lunch,  and  when  you  left 
Taft  you  felt  -  what's  the  use. "  6^ 

No  one  in  history  ever  had  a  stronger  sense  of  living 
out  a  divine  design  that  Jesus,    Yet,  Jesus  found  it  possible, 
knowing  that  design,  to  be  constantly  busy  about  his  father's 
business,    Men  left  His  presence  changed  and  prepared  to 
change  the  world.    Men  still  leave  His  presence  convinced 
that  they  can  work  together  with  God  in  the  world. 


Inevitability  and  responsibility.    The  mystery  will 
doubtless  remain  unresolved  for  us  to  death  and  beyond. 
Nevertheless,  let  us  not  blame  our  stars ,  or  our  systems, 
or  our  genes 9  or  our  parents,  or  our  surroundings  for  what 
a  strong  faith  and  radical  obedience  to  Christ  could  change! 

CLOSING  PRAYER 


God,  we  are  well  aware  that  life  acts  on  us. 

Make  us  at  least  equally  aware  that  we  act 
on  life. 

Get  us  off  our  heels  and  on  our  toes. 

Away  from  the  wailing  wall  and  into  the 
mood  to  build  according  to  the  vision 
of  a  world  at  peace  with  itself  and  Thee, 

Amen, 
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